




















Where Are the Missing Workers?

Around the turn of the century, labor force participation—
the share of people holding or looking for jobs—stopped
growing. Then the Great Recession of 2008-2009 struck.
Millions of workers lost their jobs, and when economic
growth resumed, not all returned. It took half a decade
for total jobs in U.S. and local economies to return to
2007-2008 levels. U.S. population grew 5.7 percent, while
labor force grew just 1.9 percent.? In Central Arkansas
population grew 7.3 percent, yet labor force dropped

1.9 percent. Our lower-than-average unemployment, a
positive metric, results partly from a negative indicator—
labor force decline.

The chart below shows labor force participation decline
2007-2013. Local labor force participation is marginally
higher than the U.S. average, but both have declined
despite economic recovery.? There’s not a lot of
information about people who have dropped off the labor
rolls. Baby Boom retirements are a factor, but are often
over-stated, especially at the local level. Census 2010
showed the local area with a smaller share of workers
in their near-retirement 50s and lower 60s than the
U.S. average, and a higher share of people in younger
categories, especially the 25-30 crowd.

Why have so many people dropped out? Some rode out
hard times by attending (or staying in) school instead

of working. The share of persons on disability has risen,
accounting for some of the missing labor force.®> More
people are making do with less, often leaning on family
members. Data on local married-couple families show
the share with both partners in the labor force dropped
in recent years.® By comparison, as the chart at right
shows, the share with neither partner in the labor force
has increased. The local share of couples with only the
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!Data from U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, and Metroplan population estimates.

3“The Missing Millions,” Economist September 28, 2013.
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wife in the labor force grew fairly sharply, from 5.7 percent
in 2007 to 8.2 percent in 2013. The share with just the
husband in the labor force has declined—male labor force
participation has taken the biggest hit in recent years.

Economists speak of the “opportunity cost of
unemployment,” the burden of taking a job versus forgone
income. For many, rejoining the workforce may offer little.
Demand for tech-savvy and/or “creative class” workers

is high, but for less skilled workers the
prospect is tougher and less lucrative.
The longer workers stay out of the

job market, the harder it is to return.
The whole economy pays through lost
production of goods and services. Many
“labor force dropouts” have found lean
but adequate ways to get by, and do not
perceive the job market offering enough

to lure them back. M
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2U.S. Bureau of the Census, American Community Survey.

“The chart gives Central Arkansas ACS data. U.S. figures are broadly similar.
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Acxiom and Central Arkansas

When you ask Acxiom corporate spokesman and Executive
Vice President Jerry Jones about Big Data, he responds:
“Acxiom didn’t invent the term ‘Big Data,” but we should
have.” From humble beginnings in Conway, Arkansas in
1969, Acxiom has become a billion-dollar international
corporate player.

Since Acxiom doesn’t produce ordinary goods and services
for consumers, the company can seem mysterious. Acxiom
works with other companies, and is bound by client-
confidentiality needs, turning raw data into information,
insight, and even wisdom. Part of Acxiom’s unique
expertise is its ability to overcome computers’ inherent
limitations, particularly their difficulty with recognizing
links and context.

No company, big or small, can afford
marketing to everybody. Acxiom helps
companies overcome the “annoyance
factor” caused by unwanted junk mail, TV
ads, and telemarketing calls. Acxiom deals
with corporate multinationals as well as
small businesses. Its big thrust today is

with online digital publishing. During 2014
Acxiom purchased LiveRamp to augment its
expertise. Digital publications are gaining
market share against traditional paper
journals and newspapers. Acxiom aims to
become the “connective tissue” between
digital publishers and marketers. Advertising
is often derided, but Jerry Jones points to

it as “the best cross-subsidy to free speech
ever invented.”

Little Rock’s River Market District has made a good fit
for Acxiom’s corporate headquarters.

Today, you can access and exchange
information across the globe, but this is just
the beginning. While the “abstract Internet” has attained
a certain degree of maturity, the “Internet of things” is
just arriving. Cheap sensing devices will allow more of
our world to be digitized, from cars and aircraft to offices
and human bodies. Patterns can be followed, analyzed,
and improved. Think of a refrigerator which can provide
an automatic grocery list, sending out requests for milk,
produce and frozen dinners before they run out. Looking
farther up the supply chain, you can see farms, factories
and stores more closely linked to homes and consumers,
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paring waste and reducing costs. A fresh injection of
efficiency will ripple through the economy. Acxiom will
be part of these disruptive, fascinating, and promising
changes, based right here in Central Arkansas.

Acxiom’s Home Base

The Acxiom Corporation employs 4,535 employees
around the globe. In addition to Conway and Little Rock,
it has U.S. facilities in Austin, Silicon Valley, New York,
Nashville, and Chicago. Overseas, it has offices in China,
the United Kingdom, France, Germany, the Netherlands,
Poland, Australia, and Brazil. Inside Central Arkansas,
Acxiom employs 2,281 employees, about half its global
workforce. “We won'’t ever move out of Arkansas,” Jerry
Jones says. “It's where
we feel nurtured, and
appreciated.” Acxiom has
ties with the University
of Arkansas system,
and works with local
universities to nurture
relevant workforce skills.
The Emerging Analytics
Center at UALR is one of its
closest partners.

In 1998, Acxiom began
building its current
corporate headquarters in
Little Rock’s River Market
District. It would have been
cheaper to build on Chenal
Parkway, where land was
less expensive, allowing
cheap surface parking. The downtown location required
building a parking deck, but has paid back big dividends.
Employees can clear their heads, recreate, and maybe
even think up the next great idea walking or running on
miles of vista-studded trails. Visitors are often surprised
by the district’s urbane quality, with multiple restaurant
choices and tourist destinations in easy walking distance.
Urban design has not caused Acxiom’s success, but it has
helped. M
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Local Housing Market Trails U.S. Average

Overall regional housing construction continued a slow
decline during the first half of 2014. The chart at top

right compares construction in the first half of each year
(January—June) 2004-2014. As you can see, single-family
housing dropped nearly 20 percent from 2013 levels.
Multi-family housing gained a bit, up 21 percent from the
same January-June interval last year. As a whole, regional
housing construction remains slow.

In single-family housing, most cities in the region were
down with the sole exception of Jacksonville. Little Rock
held nearly even, as did Sherwood and Hot Springs Village.
The region’s two leading builders of single-family homes

in early 2014 were Little Rock and Benton. Bryant, Cabot
and Conway, previously among the region’s fastest-growing
housing construction markets, saw less construction
January-June of 2014. In multi-family construction, the
only significant players in early 2014 were Little Rock and
Conway. With 469 units under construction, Little Rock
accounted for 86 percent of multi-family construction in
the region, the vast majority. Conway held second place,
with one S1-unit complex and a handful of duplexes.

For several years now, Metroplan has been using an index
to compare local housing permit trends with the U.S.
average. This year, in line with the “new economy” theme,
we revised the index, using the year 2010 as the new
base.! The chart at middle right compares local and U.S.
single-family housing, adjusted for seasonality, from the
first quarter of 2010 through the third quarter of 2014. It
reflects the recovery following the Great Recession. As you
can see at bottom right, permits for new single-family units
in Central Arkansas ran in line with U.S. average through

Benton ranks second-highest in the region for new single-family housing
construction, as seen here at the Hickory Heights subdivision.

'The previous index was the year 2004.
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the end of 2012. From that point onward, they have gone
in separate directions. U.S. single-family housing, while
still running well below pre-crash levels, has slowly gained
ground, reaching an index value of 1.4 in the third quarter
of 2014. By comparison, local single-family housing had
slumped to 0.69, or 69 percent the average from the year
2010.

Half Year (January-June)
Housing Unit Permits 2010-2014

Single-Family
2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Benton 129 78 101 117 96
Bryant 109 73 69 64 32
Cabot 45 45 48 65 28
Conway 137 82 86 76 62
Hot Sprgs Vill 40 26 28 25 22
Jacksonville 33 16 15 15 20
Little Rock 183 180 168 188 186
Maumelle 50 34 41 41 31
N Little Rock 74 80 87 55 31
Sherwood 61 54 69 73 70
Multi-Family
2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Benton 0 0 0 0 0
Bryant 450 22 26 0 0
Cabot 36 0 0 0 0
Conway 318 0 40 94 61
Hot Sprgs Vill 0 0] 0 0 0
Jacksonville 6 0 6 0 12
Little Rock 126 514 207 259 469
Maumelle 0 0 0 0 0]
N Little Rock 98 312 0 96 2
Sherwood 0 0 0 0] 0
Regional Totals
2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Total SF 821 642 684 694 556
Total MF 1,034 848 279 449 544
Grand Total 1,855 1,490 963 1,143 1,100
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